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The beetle by the name of Tribolium
Typology and etymology of Tribolium castaneum Herbst, 1797‘‘The first part of knowledge is getting the names right’’
(Chinese proverb)
English: red (rust-red) ﬂour beetle
German: rotbraune reismehlka¨fer
French: tribolium rouge de la farine, petit ver de la
farine
Spanish: tribolio castaneo, gorgojo castano de la harina
Chinese: (Chi Ni Gu Dao: Chi ¼ red, Ni
Gu ¼ ﬂour, Dao ¼ thief)
Is it possible to do good science using Drosophila
melanogaster, while ignoring that this species was ﬁrst
described in 1830 by the German dipterist Johann Wilhelm
Meigen (1764–1845), that the type is conserved in the
Museum National d’Histoire Naturelle in Paris and that its
name means ‘‘black-bellied dew-lover’’? Well, most droso-
philists will probably answer that, yes, it is quite possible.
Nevertheless, biologists may ﬁnd enjoyable and interesting
to know when and by whom their favourite lab-pet entered
the ﬁeld of science. After all, wider learning leads to better
research. What about Tribolium, then?
1. Who described Tribolium for the ﬁrst time?
Tribolium castaneum, thanks to its recently sequenced
genome (Tribolium Genome Sequencing Consortium,
2008), may appear as a newcomer in biology (Klingler,
2004). However, the ofﬁcial description of the type was
made more than two centuries ago (33 years before
Drosophila), by the German entomologist Johann Friedrich
Wilhelm Herbst (Petershagen, 1743–Berlin, 1807). Between
1785 and 1806, Herbst published a series of 10 volumes on
world and European insects called ‘‘Natursystem aller
bekannten in- und ausla¨ndischen Insekten, als eine For-
tzebung der von Bu¨ffonschen Naturgeschichte.’’ (‘‘Natural
system of all well-known indigenous and foreign insects, as
a continuation of Buffon’s natural history.’’) This ency-
clopaedic work, typical of the Age of Enlightenment, was
initiated by Carl Gustav Jablonsky (1756–1787), private
secretary to the Queen of Prussia. It was one of the ﬁrst
scientiﬁc studies devoted almost entirely to Coleoptera
(and Lepidoptera). On p. 282 of the seventh volume008 Elsevier Ltd.
mb.2008.01.002
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license. (Herbst, 1797), Herbst described a new insect that he called
Colydium castaneum (Fig. 1):
Col. castaneum, with a rather large and subtly dotted
thorax, with striated elytra.
The habitus of this species is not exactly identical to the
previous one [Colydium fasciatum], because relative to
the length, it is a little bit wider and ﬂatter. The colour is
chestnut brown everywhere, the head protrudes, is ﬂat,
smooth, but not rectangular, instead completely
rounded. The antennae are like they need to be in this
genus. The chest shield is wide, almost a little bit wider
than the covering shields, completely rounded along the
sides, the edge is a little bit bent, not ﬁlament-like,
superﬁcially smooth, very ﬁnely dotted, no furrow in the
middle. The covering shields are almost ﬁlament-like or
cylindrical, very ﬁnely dotted striped. The feet are of
ordinary appearance.
I obtained it from East India as an unwanted guest that
had helped destroy other insects. His appearance is
comparable to that of the Dermestes and in the Linnean
system would need to be placed amongst them.
The surprising last paragraph shows that, at the time, the
differences between Dermestidae and Tenebrionidae were
not so obvious. During these early days of entomology,
taxonomists had considerable difﬁculties with following the
current state of bibliography (a problem that persists).
Furthermore, the Linnean systematics was not always
accepted or used rigorously by all entomologists. Conse-
quently, different names were frequently given to the same
species, sometimes without usable diagnosis or references.
Synonyms for T. castaneum include: Dermestes navalis
(Fabricius, 1775), Tenebrio castaneus (Scho¨nherr, 1806),
Phaleria castanea (Gyllenhal, 1810), Uloma ferruginea
(Dejean, 1821), Margus castaneus (Dejean, 1833), Stene
ferruginea (Westwood, 1839), Tribolium ferrugineum (Wol-
laston, 1854). Since the genus Colydium (Fabricius, 1792) is
in fact another taxon of the Tenebrionoidea super-
family, the British naturalist William Sharp MacLeay
(London, 1792–Sydney, 1865) proposed the current name
T. castaneum in 1825. It is only much later that biologists
started to develop an inordinate fondness for this beetle,
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Fig. 1. (A) Diagnosis by Herbst (1797) (scan from Bernd Jaeger, Berlin Museum). (B) Colour plate of Herbst’s book. Tribolium (Colydium) castaneum is
shown in Fig. 13. Fig. 12 shows the Tenebrionidae Colydium fasciatum (Corticeus fasciatus ?), to which Tribolium is compared in the diagnosis. (Cop.
Bibliothe`que centrale M.N.H.N., Paris 2007).
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biology and genetics (Sokoloff, 1966).2. Where is the type?
The type material of T. castaneum is deposited in the
collection of the Museum fu¨r Naturkunde, in Berlin. Three
historical specimens are regarded to be from the Herbst
collection (Bernd Jaeger, personal communication).3. What does Tribolium mean?
Surprisingly, the name Tribolium is also given to a genus
of grasses (Desvaux, 1831), possibly in reference to the
bristly glumes surrounding the three ﬂorets of these
gramineae. As to red ﬂour beetle, a world-wide pest of
grains, seeds and other dried foods, the Tribolium name
may derive from the Latin verb tribulo: to thresh.
A tribulum is an ancient machine used to separate the
head of a stalk of grain from the straw, and then further
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Fig. 2. (A) Adult Tribolium castaneum: the colour of a chestnut (Photo
Peggy Greb, USDA). (B) Mature chestnuts: the colour of Tribolium
castaneum (Photo Franc-ois Bonneton). (C) Traditional threshing with a
threshing-sledge (or threshing-board) of Middle Orient. John H. Bishop
Vincent 1884 (Wikipedia: Public domain).
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Indeed, the red ﬂour beetle may be seen as a living
tribulum!4. What does castaneum mean?
Castaneum is an adjective, already used by Herbst in his
Latin diagnosis, to describe the colour of the insect, which
indeed closely matches the colour of a chestnut (castaneum
in Latin) (Fig. 2A and B). For the same reason, other
Coleoptera with a similar colour have this species name
such as, for example, the black spruce beetle Tetropium
castaneum (Linnaeus, 1758) or the death-watch beetle
Nicobium castaneum (Olivier, 1790). Hence, the species
name does not imply any particular relationship between
T. castaneum and chestnut trees. If the original natural
habitat and food source of the red ﬂour beetle remains
mysterious (bark and/or rodent’s and other insect’s stocks
of grains in a rather hot and dry region?), we know that this
opportunistic omnivorous insect can (unfortunately) enjoy
a very large variety of grains and seeds besides chestnuts.
In brief, T. castaneum was ﬁrst described in 1797 by the
German entomologist Johann Friedrich Wilhelm Herbst
(1743–1807), the type is conserved in the Museum fu¨r
Naturkunde in Berlin and its name stands for ‘‘chestnut-
coloured thresher’’.
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